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* Water level collected in Spring 2008.
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Sources:
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SOIL AND WATER - FIGURE 5
Calico Solar Project - Well Locations and Recent Water Level Data
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SOIL AND WATER RESOURCES - FIGURE 6
Calico Solar Project - Regional Groundwater - Flow System
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SOIL AND WATER - FIGURE 7A and 7B
Calico Solar Project - Drawdown
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C.8 – LAND USE, RECREATION, AND WILDERNESS 
Testimony of Negar Vahidi and Susanne Huerta 

C.8.1 SUMMARY OF CONCLUSIONS 
Energy Commission staff (hereafter referred to as “staff”) have reviewed the proposed 
Calico Solar Project (formerly the Stirling Energy Systems Solar One Project) in 
accordance with the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and 
the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). This section addresses land use issues 
related to agriculture and rangeland resources; wilderness and recreation resources; 
horses and burros; and compatibility with existing land uses and consistency with the 
applicable laws, ordinances, regulations, and standards (LORS). 

Implementation of the proposed Calico Solar Project (Calico Solar or “proposed project”) 
would not result in adverse impacts to agricultural lands, rangeland resources, or horses 
and burros. The conversion of approximately 6,215 acres of land to support the 
proposed project’s components and activities could disrupt wilderness resources and 
recreational activities in established federal, state, and local recreation areas. Potential 
impacts from the proposed project would indirectly affect the Cady Mountains Wilderness 
Study Area (WSA); however, numerous wilderness and recreation areas surround the 
project site. Therefore, this indirect impact would not be adverse. 

The applicant has submitted an application to the BLM requesting a right-of-way (ROW) 
to construct the proposed project and its related facilities. Pursuant to the California 
Desert Conservation Area (CDCA) Plan (1980, as amended), sites associated with 
power generation or transmission not identified in the CDCA Plan are considered 
through the Plan Amendment process. Therefore, the proposed project would require a 
BLM ROW grant and a project-specific plan amendment for consistency with the CDCA 
Plan. However, in an interim policy dated May 28, 2009, the State Director of the BLM 
issued an Instruction Memorandum regarding management of donated land and lands 
acquired by Land and Water Conservation Funds (LWCF), which requires LWCF lands 
to be managed as avoidance/exclusion areas for land use authorizations that could 
result in surface disturbing activities (BLM 2009a). Construction and operation of the 
proposed project (i.e., the revised 6,215-acre project site) would not comply with this 
policy, as the revised project boundary still includes LWCF lands. Although, the exact 
acreage of the LWCF lands affected is unclear. 

In May 2010, the applicant submitted a supplemental report for modifications to the 
primary water supply, which would require a pipeline that would traverse two private 
parcels located within the San Bernardino County (county) Resource Conservation (RC) 
zoning designation. The county recently adopted Development Code Chapter 84.29 
(Renewable Energy Generating Facilities), which allows for development of solar 
energy facilities in the RC zone. Therefore, the proposed project’s water supply pipeline 
is consistent with San Bernardino County’s General Plan and Development Code. 

For purposes of CEQA compliance, the level of significance of each impact of the 
proposed project on land use resources has been determined and is discussed in detail 
in Section C.8.4.3 (CEQA Level of Significance). In summary, impacts on agricultural 



 
LAND USE, RECREATION, WILDERNESS C.8-2 July 2010 

lands and rangelands would be less than significant, and there would be no impacts 
related to Williamson Act contracts. Impacts to recreation and wilderness resources 
would be less than significant. Impacts to horses and burros would be less than 
significant. Impacts related to LORS compliance would be significant and unavoidable. 

Under NEPA, impacts to land use, recreation and wilderness would be minimal. No 
Herd Management Area is affected by the proposed project. 

The Reduced Acreage Alternative would be approximately 2,600 acres or 42% of the 
lands affected by the proposed project, and would eliminate any construction on LWCF 
lands. In contrast to the proposed project, this alternative would comply with all 
applicable LORS, in particular the BLM’s Interim Policy Memorandum regarding 
management of donated LWCF mitigation lands. Otherwise, in general, the impacts 
associated with the alternative would be similar to the proposed project, but 
proportionally less intense. 

Because the Calico Solar Project would have no impacts on agricultural resources, 
rangelands, horses and burros, it would have no potential to contribute to cumulative 
impacts in this respect. However, the proposed project would combine with other past 
and reasonably foreseeable future projects to substantially reduce scenic values of 
wilderness areas and recreational resources in the Mojave Desert and southern 
California desert region and therefore, would result in a significant and unavoidable 
cumulative land use impact in this regard. 

C.8.2 INTRODUCTION 
The land use analysis focuses on the project’s consistency with environmental resources, 
land use plans, ordinances, regulations, policies, and the project’s compatibility with 
existing or reasonably foreseeable land uses. In addition, an energy generating system 
and its related facilities generally have the potential to create impacts in the areas of air 
quality, noise, dust, public health, traffic and transportation, and visual resources. These 
individual resource areas are discussed in detail in separate sections of this document. 

C.8.3 METHODOLOGY AND THRESHOLDS FOR DETERMINING 
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 

The analysis of proposed project effects must comply with both CEQA and NEPA 
requirements given the respective power plant licensing and land jurisdictions of the 
California Energy Commission and U.S. Bureau of Land Management (BLM). CEQA 
requires that the significance of individual effects be determined by the Lead Agency; 
however, the use of specific significance criteria is not required by NEPA. Because this 
document is intended to meet the requirements of both NEPA and CEQA, the 
methodology used for determining environmental impacts of the proposed project 
includes a consideration of guidance provided by both laws. CEQA requires a list of 
criteria that are used to determine the significance of identified impacts. A significant 
impact is defined by CEQA as “a substantial, or potentially substantial, adverse change 
in any of the physical conditions within the area affected by the project” (State CEQA 
Guidelines Section 15382). 
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In comparison, NEPA states that “‘Significantly’ as used in NEPA requires considerations 
of both context and intensity…” (40 CFR 1508.27). Therefore, thresholds serve as a 
benchmark for determining if a project action will result in a significant adverse 
environmental impact when evaluated against the baseline. NEPA requires that an 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is prepared when the proposed federal action 
(project) as a whole has the potential to “significantly affect the quality of the human 
environment.” 

Thresholds for determining significance in this section are based on Appendix G of the 
CEQA Guidelines (CCR 2006) and performance standards or thresholds identified by 
the Energy Commission staff. In addition, staff’s evaluation of the environmental effects 
of the proposed project on land uses (i.e., those listed below) includes an assessment 
of the context and intensity of the impacts, as defined in the Council on Environmental 
Quality Regulations for implementing the Procedural Provisions of the NEPA (see 
regulations 40 CFR Part 1508.27). Effects of the proposed project on the land uses and 
the environment (and in compliance with both CEQA and NEPA) have been determined 
using the thresholds listed below. 

Agricultural Lands and Rangeland Management 
 Conversion of Farmland or Rangeland. 

 Conversion of Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide 
Importance (Farmland), as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the Farmland 
Mapping and Monitoring Program of the California Resources Agency, to non-
agricultural use. 

 Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a Williamson Act contract. 

 Involve other changes in the existing environment which, due to their location or 
nature, could result in conversion of Farmland, to non-agricultural uses. 

Wilderness, Areas of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) and Recreation 
 Directly or indirectly disrupt activities in established federal, state, or local recreation 

areas and/or wilderness areas. 

 Substantially reduce the scenic, biological, cultural, geologic, or other important 
factors that contribute to the value of federal, state, local, or private recreational 
facilities or wilderness areas. 

Horses and Burros 
 Involve changes in the existing environment which, due to their nature or location, 

result in interference with BLM’s management of Herd Management Areas (HMAs). 

Land Use Compatibility and LORS Compliance 
 Directly or indirectly divide an established community or disrupt an existing or 

recently approved land use. 

 Conflict with any applicable land use plan, policy, or regulation of an agency with 
jurisdiction, or that would normally have jurisdiction, over the project adopted for the 
purpose of avoiding or mitigating environmental effects. 
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Land Use Table 1 provides a general description of the land use LORS applicable to 
the proposed project. The proposed project’s consistency with these LORS is discussed 
in Land Use Table 2. 

Land Use Table 1 
Laws, Ordinances, Regulations, and Standards (LORS) 

Applicable LORS Description 
Federal  
Federal Land Policy 
and Management Act 
(FLPMA), 1976 – 43 
CFR 1600 

Establishes public land policy; guidelines for administration; and 
provides for the management, protection, development, and 
enhancement of public lands. In particular, the FLPMA’s relevance to 
the proposed project is that Title V, Section 501 establishes BLM’s 
authority to grant rights-of-way for generation, transmission, and 
distribution of electrical energy (FLPMA 2001). 

Bureau of Land 
Management -
California Desert 
Conservation Area 
(CDCA) Plan, 1980 as 
Amended (BLM 1980) 

The 25 million-acre CDCA contains over 12 million acres of public 
lands spread within the area known as the California Desert, which 
includes the following three deserts: the Mojave, the Sonoran, and a 
small portion of the Great Basin. The 12 million acres of public lands 
administered by the BLM are half of the CDCA. 
The CDCA Plan is a comprehensive, long-range plan with goals and 
specific actions for the management, use, development, and 
protection of the resources and public lands within the CDCA, and it 
is based on the concepts of multiple use, sustained yield, and 
maintenance of environmental quality. The plan’s goals and actions 
for each resource are established in its 12 elements. Each of the 
plan elements provides both a desert-wide perspective of the 
planning decisions for one major resource or issue of public concern 
as well as a more specific interpretation of multiple-use class 
guidelines for a given resource and its associated activities. 

Public Rangelands 
Improvement Act 
(1978) (PRIA 1978) 

Establishes and reaffirms the national policy and commitment to 
inventory and identify current public rangeland conditions and trends; 
manage, maintain and improve the condition of public rangelands so 
that they become as productive as feasible for all rangeland values in 
accordance with management objectives and the land use planning 
process; and continue the policy of protecting wild free-roaming 
horses and burros from capture, branding, harassment, or death, 
while at the same time facilitating the removal and disposal of 
excess wild free-roaming horses and burros which pose a threat to 
themselves and their habitat and to other rangeland values. 

Wild and Free-
Roaming Horse and 
Burro Act (1971) (BLM 
2009j) 

The BLM protects, manages, and controls wild horses and burros 
under the authority of the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act 
of 1971 (Act) to ensure that healthy herds thrive on healthy 
rangelands. The BLM manages these animals as part of its multiple-
use mission under the 1976 Federal Land Policy and Management 
Act. One of the BLM’s key responsibilities under the Act is to 
determine the "appropriate management level" (AML) of wild horses 
and burros on the public rangelands. 
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Applicable LORS Description 
State 
None  

Local 
County of San 
Bernardino 2007 
General Plan (CSB 
2007a) 

The policies and programs of the County of San Bernardino General 
Plan, adopted March 13, 2007, are intended to serve as a blueprint 
for most land use decisions. Preparing, adopting, implementing, and 
maintaining a general plan serves to: identify the community’s land 
use, transportation, environmental, economic, and social goals and 
policies as they relate to land use and development; form the basis 
for local government decision-making, including decisions on 
proposed development; provide residents with opportunities to 
participate in the planning and decision-making processes of their 
community; and inform residents, developers, decision makers, and 
other cities and counties of the ground rules that guide development 
within the community. 

County of San 
Bernardino 2007 
Development Code, 
Title 8 of the San 
Bernardino County 
Code (CSB 2007b; 
CSB 2010d) 

San Bernardino County has adopted a “one-map approach” for both 
the General Plan land use designations and zoning classifications to 
assure land use consistency between the General Plan and 
Development Code. The Development Code was adopted March 13, 
2007, and amended August 20, 2009 and February 2010. The 
purpose of this Development Code is to implement the San 
Bernardino County General Plan by classifying and regulating the 
uses of land and structures within unincorporated San Bernardino 
County. In particular, the purposes of the Development Code are as 
follows: to provide standards and guidelines for continuing orderly 
growth and development; to conserve and protect the County's 
important agriculture, cultural, natural, open space and scenic 
resources; to create a comprehensive and stable pattern of land 
uses upon which to plan transportation, water supply, sewerage, 
energy, drainage/flood control and other public facilities and utilities; 
to encourage the most appropriate uses of land in order to prevent 
overcrowding of land and avoid undue concentration of population, 
and maintain and protect the value of property; and to ensure 
compatibility between different types of development and land use. 
The Development Code was most recently amended on February 9, 
2010, to include Chapter 84.29 (Renewable Energy Generation 
Facilities) for the purpose of establishing “...standards and permit 
procedures for the establishment, maintenance and 
decommissioning of renewable energy generation facilities” (CSB 
2010). 

Cumulative Land Use Effects 
 Individual environmental effects, which, when considered with other impacts from the 

same project or in conjunction with impacts from other closely related past, present, 
and reasonably foreseeable future projects, are considerable, compound, or increase 
other environmental impacts. 
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C.8.4 PROPOSED PROJECT 

C.8.4.1 SETTING AND EXISTING CONDITIONS 

Proposed Project 
The proposed Calico Solar site is approximately 6,215 acres and is located in San 
Bernardino County approximately 37 miles east of Barstow. The site consists primarily 
of public land administered by the BLM. Within the site boundaries are 2,246 acres of 
undeveloped private land under the jurisdiction of San Bernardino County; however, the 
private land would not be a part of the proposed project. This private land, as well as 
non-BLM lands within 1 mile of the project, is designated as Resource Conservation by 
county zoning. The southern boundary of the proposed project site is adjacent to 
Interstate Highway 40 (I-40), and the northern side of the project site borders the Cady 
Mountains. 

The applicant submitted updated project boundaries maps dated August 12, 2009 and 
June 2, 2010. Subsequent to the applicant’s August 12, 2009 filing, staff requested the 
applicant to submit a formal description of the new boundaries, which has not been 
provided. As such, the project boundaries described above are from the AFC, and the 
June 2, 2010 filing and will be revised upon receipt of any updated description. 

The Calico Solar site primarily consists of undeveloped desert land. Existing onsite land 
uses include the Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF) railroad right-of-way (ROW), 
which traverses the site from east to west; several underground high pressure gas 
pipelines generally parallel to I-40 and the railroad; Hector Road which enters the site 
from I-40 and traverses it for approximately 0.5 mile; and Southern California Edison’s 
(SCE) Pisgah Substation and overhead transmission line which are adjacent to the 
southeast border of the project site. In addition, approximately 775 acres on the 
northeast portion of the original project site (i.e., the original 8,230-acre project site 
proposed in the AFC) are designated as Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) 
mitigation lands (BLM 2009a). Based on a review of maps provided in the applicant’s 
June 2, 2010 filing, it appears that LWCF lands are still located within the revised 
project site boundary. However, at time of the writing of this Supplemental Staff 
Assessment (SSA), the exact acreage of the affected LWCF lands within the proposed 
project site boundary have not been provided by the applicant. 

The proposed project would occur in two phases. Phase I would consist of the 
construction of up to 11,000 SunCatchers and would require approximately 2,327acres 
of BLM land. Phase II would expand the project to a total of 34,000 SunCatchers and 
would require approximately an additional 3,888 acres of BLM land. These acreage 
numbers were provided by the applicant in its June 2, 2010 filing (which indicated a 
revised project boundary). It should be noted that in this filing the applicant did not 
provide specific revised information regarding the number of SunCatchers that would be 
developed in each phase. As such, staff assumes that each phase would be developed 
with the number of SunCatchers indicated by the applicant in its original AFC filing. In 
addition to the proposed project site and construction areas, there are other features 
and facilities associated with the proposed project (the majority of which are located on 
the proposed project site or construction laydown areas), including: 
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 approximately 34,000, 38-foot solar dish Stirling systems (i.e., SunCatchers) and 
associated equipment and infrastructure within a fenced boundary; 

 a 220-kV substation in the center of the project site; 
 approximately 1 mile within the project site of twelve to fifteen 220-kV transmission 

line structures (90 to 110 feet tall) from the proposed Calico Solar Substation to 
SCE’s Pisgah Substation; 

 a Main Services Complex including an administration building (30,000 sq. ft.) and a 
maintenance building (45,000 sq. ft.); 

 two 175,000-gallon water storage tanks (40 feet in diameter) and two17,000-gallon 
water storage tanks (18 feet in diameter); 

 main roads with a combination of roadway dips and elevated sections across 
drainage features; 

 a buried septic tank system with a dual sanitary leach field; and 
 permanent access to the project site to be provided by a bridge over the BSNF 

railroad along Hector Road. 

In May 2010, the applicant submitted a supplemental report (i.e., Supplement to its 
original AFC) for modifications to the project site boundary, the onsite hydrogen system, 
and the primary water supply. The modification to the project site boundary would move 
the northern boundary south approximately 0.55 mile and eliminate approximately 1,100 
acres of the Project site, which would reduce the proposed project area from 8,230 
acres to 7,130 acres. Again, on June 2, 2010, the applicant provided revised project 
boundary maps showing a reduction in the overall proposed project site to 6,215 acres. 
The purpose of the project boundary modifications is to avoid several sensitive plant 
species and distance the proposed project farther south from bighorn sheep habitat in 
the Cady Mountains. The May 2010 supplemental report provides details on two 
alternate hydrogen supply systems, which would not affect existing land uses. The 
modifications to the water supply would require a pipeline that would traverse two 
private parcels (APNs 052928134 and 052928123) that were previously not within the 
project boundary. These private parcels are within San Bernardino County’s Resource 
Conservation zoning designation. Compliance with the county’s general plan and 
development code are discussed in the LORS analysis below and in Land Use Table 2. 

Surrounding Area 
The surrounding area consists of undeveloped desert land and mountain terrain with 
small rural communities in the vicinity. The closest community is Newberry Springs 
located approximately 10 miles west of the project site, and the closest residence is 
located approximately 2 miles east of the project site. In addition, north of the BNSF 
railway is private land, which has been accessed by Hector Road where it crosses the 
BNSF railroad ROW. This includes the private properties in Section 1, Township 8 
North, Range 5 East, and Section 36, Township 9 North, Range 5 East (Jackson 
2009b). Since the summer of 2008, BNSF and Calico Solar entered into an Agreement 
for Private Crossing. Because this crossing is private, gates and barricades have been 
placed at this crossing to ensure public safety and prevent public use of this crossing 
(SES 2009x). 
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Agricultural Lands and Rangelands 
The project site is located within the desert region of central San Bernardino County, 
which is not notable for productive agricultural land. The United States Department of 
Agriculture’s (USDA) Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) provides 
information on the designation of soils in areas with agricultural lands, including 
farmland classifications such as Prime Farmland and Farmland of Statewide Importance 
(NRCS 2009). However, data for the project site was not available through the NRCS’s 
Web Soil Survey (WSS). Similarly, the California Department of Conservation’s (DOC) 
Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program (FMMP) provides designations and 
statistics on the conversion of farmland to non-agricultural uses throughout the State. 
However, the proposed project site is not within the survey boundaries of the FMMP. As 
such, no agricultural land is within the project boundaries. 

Rangeland allotments are designated BLM pastures for wildlife and livestock (BLM 
2009b). The majority of the proposed project is located within the Cady Mountains 
rangeland allotment. According to BLM’s online GIS mapping program 
(Geocommunicator), the southwest boundary of this allotment follows the BNSF 
railroad. As such, approximately 6,400 acres of the project site that is north of the BNSF 
railroad is within the Cady Mountains rangeland allotment (BLM 2009c). There is 
currently no grazing permit issued within the proposed project area. In addition, the 
northern boundary of the Ord Mountain allotment is approximately 0.75 mile south of the 
project site. 

Wilderness and Recreation 
Wilderness land in San Bernardino County is administered by the BLM. According to the 
federal Wilderness Act, a designated Wilderness Area is defined as having four primary 
characteristics, including the following: 

 a natural and undisturbed landscape; 

 extensive opportunities for solitude and unconfined recreation; 

 at least 5,000 contiguous acres; and 

 feature(s) of scientific, educational, scenic, and/or historic value (US Code 2009). 

As noted in the AFC, adjacent to the northern boundary of the project site is the Cady 
Mountains Wilderness Study Area (WSA). This is an area designated and managed by 
the BLM, where limited recreational activities are permitted including camping and off-
road vehicle use (SES 2008a). Each WSA has been documented by wilderness study 
reports that show the location of the individual WSAs, a description of its wilderness 
values, and BLM's recommendation for its future suitability as wilderness as proposed 
by the Secretary of Interior on June 12, 1991 (BLM 2009c). In addition, as noted above, 
the northwest border of the Pisgah ACEC is adjacent to the southeast boundary of the 
proposed project site along the SCE transmission line ROW. The Pisgah ACEC 
contains the Pisgah Crater and lava flow, and supports several sensitive species. While 
no direct impacts would occur to this ACEC, indirect impacts may occur. The Ord-
Rodman Desert Wildlife Management Area (DWMA) is located adjacent to the 
southwest portion of the project site. This DWMA, which includes federally designated 
critical habitat for the desert tortoise, was established by the Western Mojave Plan. 



NOISE AND VIBRATION C.9-4 July 2010 

guidelines for preparing noise elements, which include recommendations for evaluating 
the compatibility of various land uses as a function of community noise exposure. The 
State land use compatibility guidelines are listed in Noise Table 2. 

Noise Table 2 
Land Use Compatibility for Community Noise Environment 

 
COMMUNITY NOISE EXPOSURE – Ldn or CNEL (db) LAND USE CATEGORY  

50 5 60 65 70 75 80 
              
              
              

Residential – Low Density Single 
Family, Duplex, Mobile Home 

              
              
              
              

Residential – Multi-Family 

              
              
              
              

Transient Lodging – Motel, Hotel 

              
              
              
              

Schools, Libraries, Churches, 
Hospitals, Nursing Homes 

              
              
              
              

Auditorium, Concert Hall, 
Amphitheaters 

              
              
              
              

Sports Arena, Outdoor Spectator 
Sports 

              
              
              
              

Playgrounds, Neighborhood Parks 

              
              
              
              

Golf Courses, Riding Stables, 
Water Recreation, Cemeteries 

              
              
              
              

Office Buildings, Business 
Commercial and Professional 

              
              
              
              

Industrial, Manufacturing, Utilities, 
Agriculture 

              
 

 Normally 
Acceptable 

Specified land use is satisfactory, based upon the assumption that any buildings involved are of normal 
conventional construction, without any special noise insulation requirements. 

 Conditionally 
Acceptable 

New construction or development should be undertaken only after a detailed analysis of the noise reduction 
requirements is made and needed noise insulation features are included in the design. 

 Normally 
Unacceptable 

New construction or development should be discouraged. If new construction or development does proceed, a detailed 
analysis of the noise reduction requirement must be made and needed noise insulation features included in the design. 

 Clearly 
Unacceptable New construction or development generally should not be undertaken. 

Source: State of California General Plan Guidelines, Office of Planning and Research, June 1990. 




